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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Phonological awareness refers to the ability to detect and manipulate the 

phonological units (e.g., syllables, onsets, rimes, and phonemes) of spoken words 

(Oakhill & Kyle, 2000). Research has shown that phonological awareness developed 

in an alphabetic L1 setting is critical in the progress in learning to spell and read in an 

alphabetic script, such as English (e.g., Goswami & Bryant, 1990; Wagner & 

Torgesen, 1987). Yet, relatively little is known as to the role of the phonological 

awareness that is developed from the acquisition process of logographic L1 literacy 

(e.g., Chinese) in alphabetic word spelling and reading abilities. It has been suggested 

that the experience with an alphabetic language drives children's phonological 

representations to be more phonemically-organized, whereas the experience with a 

logographic language makes children's phonological representations more 

syllabically-structured (e.g., Bertelson, Gelder, & van Zon, 1997; Cheung, Chen, Lai, 

Wong, & Hills, 2001; Ho & Bryant, 1997a; Wang & Geva, 2003; Wang, Koda, & 

Perfetti, 2003). Given this, it is usually assumed that children with a logographic L1 

literacy (e.g., Chinese-speaking children) have no way to build up their phonological 

awareness at the phonemic level, the awareness that is critical for alphabetic literacy 

(Perfetti & Zhang, 1995). As a consequence, they may have problems with the use of 

fine-grained phonological units in spelling and reading in an alphabetic orthography. 

However, research on linguistic theories has suggested that Chinese, as a logographic 

language, might represent spoken words at the phonemic level in addition to the 

onset-rime level (e.g., Ao, 2001; Duanmu, 2000; Wan & Jaeger, 2003). Theoretically, 

phonemic awareness is very likely to exist in Chinese speakers. Yet, it has not been 

empirically tested. Besides, there has been a long debate over the relative importance 
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of onset-rime awareness vs. phonemic awareness in reaching alphabetic literacy (e.g., 

in support of onset-rime awareness: Bryant, MacLean, Bradley, & Crossland, 1990; 

Goswami & Bryant, 1990; Kirtley, Bryant, MacLean, & Bradley, 1989; Stahl & 

Murray, 1994; in support of phonemic awareness: Hulme, Hatcher, Nation, Brown, 

Adams, & Stuart, 2002; Hulme, Muter, & Snowling, 1998; Muter, Hulme, Snowling, 

& Taylor, 1998). Thus, this thesis attempted to investigate the role of 

Chinese-speaking children’s L1 phonological awareness at the onset-rime level and at 

the phonemic level in English word spelling and reading abilities.  

 
1.1 Background 

Given that the present study aimed to explore, in general, the effect of L1 literacy 

on foreign language competence, the topic that is often discussed and involved in the 

studies of foreign language (FL) learning difficulty (e.g., Sparks & Ganshow, 1991; 

Hu, 2001), it is thus necessary to show how the issue of foreign language learning 

difficulty is related to the purpose of the present study. Some related studies on the 

role of L1 phonological awareness in FL word learning are also provided in this 

section. 

 

1.1.1 Foreign Language Learning Difficulty 

Recently, English education has been formally implemented in elementary 

schools in Taiwan. The concomitant problem that often confronts the English teacher 

is that many students experience great language learning difficulty even though they 

can succeed in other courses or have no history of learning disability. In light of this, 

many English teachers are eager to dig out the origin of such a difficulty in order to 

adjust their English teaching methods at proper time. In fact, the issue of foreign 

language learning difficulty has received much attention for the past few decades in 

western literature (e.g., Dinklage, 1971; Sparks, Ganschow, Pohlman, & Patton, 1992; 
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Downey & Snyder, 2000). For example, Dinklage (1971) found that many students of 

Harvard University experienced great difficulty in FL learning despite of their good 

performances in other academic subjects. Sparks et al. (1992) noted that a large 

number of students failed in FL learning though they had no explicit evidence of 

learning disability. Downey and Snyder (2000), based on their own clinical 

experience at the University of Colorado, found that a number of students who could 

not fulfill the requirement of an FL class could otherwise succeed in other classes. 

Together, these findings suggest that FL learning ability is independent of general 

learning abilities. There are some other important factors that contribute to these 

students’ specific difficulty in learning a foreign language. 

Traditionally, a large body of research on second language acquisition has 

attributed FL learning difficulty to factors usually observed in L2 learning settings 

such as anxiety (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986), the lack of motivation (Gardner, 

1985), insufficient learning strategies (Oxford, 1989), poor learning attitudes (Lalonde 

& Gardner, 1984), to name just a few. Though widely accepted, these proposals can 

be problematic because the causal relation between those factors and FL learning 

difficulty has not yet been delineated and could be bidirectional (Hu, 2001). While 

anxiety, lack of motivation, insufficient learning strategies, or poor learning attitudes 

might be the cause of FL learning difficulty, they may very well be the consequences 

of difficulties in FL learning. 

Lately, a new competing theory has been put forth to account for FL learning 

difficulty, i.e., linguistic coding deficits hypothesis (LCDH)1 (Ganschow, Sparks, & 

Javorsky, 1998; Sparks, Ganschow, & Pohlman, 1989; Sparks & Ganschow, 1991). 

                                                
1 Initially, the term “deficits” is used because the students with learning disability are the main concern 
of Sparks and his colleague’s (1989) study. However, it is later changed into “differences” in Ganschow, 
Sparks, and Javorsky (1998) since researchers have found that even the students without learning 
disability may encounter FL learning difficulty. 
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This theory holds that FL learning difficulty originates mainly from deficits in native 

language processing (especially deficits in the process of phonological/orthographical 

codes), rather than from affective problems such as the lack of motivation and the feel 

of anxiety. The theory of LCDH has been supported in numerous studies as a 

plausible explanation for FL learning difficulty (e.g., Ganschow & Sparks, 1991; 

Ganschow, Sparks, Javorsky, Pohlman, & Bishop-Marbury, 1991; Sparks et al., 1989). 

These studies often compared students with different FL proficiency and learning 

backgrounds (e.g., the students with learning disability, at-risk students2, and control 

students) by observing their performances on a battery of standardized tests such as 

IQ tests, native language tests, and FL aptitude tests, and by interviewing those 

students for their FL learning situation. These studies found no evidence that the 

students’ IQ was related to their FL achievements. However, these studies found that 

the students’ performances on native language tests were highly related to their FL 

performances. This is especially the case when these tests required the students to 

tackle with the phonological and syntactic aspects but not the semantic aspect of their 

native languages. The findings are of theoretical importance in that they are similar to 

those obtained from the studies on reading disabilities (or dyslexia), in which 

less-skilled and disabled readers are often found to have a fundamental problem using 

phonological information (but not semantic information) to decode words (Bradley & 

Bryant, 1983; Brady & Shankweiler, 1991; Kamhi & Catts, 1989; Snyder & Downey, 

1995; Stanovich, 1986). Thus, the chief obstacle that the students with FL learning 

difficulty usually encounter may lie in phonological processing skills. 

Although these studies lend strong support to the theory of LCDH in the field of 

FL acquisition, there is a common empirical weakness in them. These studies inferred 

                                                
2 The term “at-risk students” first introduced by Sparks et al. (1992) refers to those who had no history 
of learning disability, but are at risk of failure in FL courses. 
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the possible causes of FL learning difficulty from the performances of both successful 

and unsuccessful FL learners on several standardized tests of the native language, but 

they did not directly investigate the effect of native language skills on FL competence. 

The present study provided an attempt to fill in the gap in our understanding of the 

relationship between L1 language processing skills and FL learning by focusing the 

effect of native language’s phonological awareness skills on FL word learning ability. 

 

1.1.2 L1 Phonological Awareness and FL Word Learning Ability 

Among the literature on alphabetic languages, there is some evidence indicating 

that L1 phonological awareness skills can predict subsequent FL vocabulary 

acquisition. For example, in a two-year longitudinal study on a group of 

English-speaking children learning French as a second language, Comeau, Cormier, 

Grandmasion, and Lacroix (1999) found that children's L1 phonological awareness 

(as measured by English phonological segmentation tasks) was the strongest predictor 

of word-decoding ability both in English (L1) and French (FL) after the differences in 

phonological memory (as measured by pseudoword repetition tasks), and 

phonological retrieval (as measured by speeded naming tasks) were controlled for. 

Durgunoglu, Nagy, and Hancin-Bhatt (1993), based on the data of a group of 

Spanish-speaking children learning English as an FL, found that children’s 

performances on English word and pseudoword recognition tests could be predicted 

by their L1 phonological awareness. 

It has been suggested that phonological awareness is necessary (though not 

sufficient) for acquiring alphabetic principles (Bradley & Bryant, 1983). Once 

children learn the alphabetic principle of their native language as a result of native 

phonological awareness maturation, they would apply the principle to another 

alphabetic language (FL) without particular difficulty. However, a logographic 
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orthography is different from an alphabetic orthography in that its correspondence 

between sounds and symbols is not as direct and explicit as the grapheme-phoneme 

correspondence in the alphabetic orthography. Therefore, whether such a transfer of 

phonological awareness occurs between a logographic language and an alphabetic 

language as far as word learning ability is concerned still remains to be explored. 

Not many studies have been done on the transfer of phonological awareness from 

a logographic language to an alphabetic language in the field of FL word learning. 

Among the few studies is a recent study conducted by Hu (2003), who investigated 

the effect of L1 phonological awareness on English word learning among a group of 

Chinese-speaking children. She found that children’s phonological awareness (as 

measured by vowel substitution, syllable substitution, and vowel detection) had a 

unique contribution to the ability of learning FL words (as measured by FL word 

recall and pronunciation learning). In Hu’s (2004) another study, she found that 

Chinese-speaking children with better L1 phonological awareness (as measured by 

sound oddity and sound deletion) were more likely to be better spellers of English 

than those with poorer L1 phonological awareness. These two groups of children had 

mastered the required letter-sound correspondence rules before taking the English 

spelling test. In a training study (W. Chung, 2003), 48 children of Mandarin Chinese 

were assigned to three different training conditions, i.e., phonological awareness 

training through production, phonological awareness training through perception, and 

a control condition where children were read a series of English stories but no 

phonological awareness training was provided. The results showed that the group 

receiving production training did significantly better than the other two groups in an 

English word learning test. These studies suggest that the transfer of L1 phonological 

awareness to FL word learning is not unique between two alphabetic languages; rather, 

it may extend to languages with different orthographies (e.g., logographic Chinese vs. 
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alphabetic English) as well. 

Even though L1 phonological awareness has been shown to influence FL word 

learning across different orthographies, the studies on the phonological awareness of 

Chinese speakers are limited in one critical dimension when compared to studies on 

the alphabetic languages. Studies on the alphabetic languages usually found that the 

most unique predictor of learning to spell and read an alphabetic orthography is the 

phonological awareness at the phonemic level, which has been shown to be a stronger 

predictor than that at the onset-rime level (Hulme, 2002; Hulme et al., 2002; Muter et 

al., 1998). In contrast, virtually no studies have measured phonological awareness of 

native Chinese learners at the phonemic level (e.g., Co & Lee, 1996a, b; Ho & Bryant, 

1997b; Hu & Catts, 1998; Huang & Hanley, 1994; Tzeng, 1999). Presumably, this is 

because Chinese syllables are traditionally analyzed as containing two immediate 

units, an initial and a final. These two units correspond to the onset and the rime in 

contemporary phonology. Based on the traditional analysis, Chinese speakers are 

implicitly assumed in many studies to have phonological awareness only at the 

onset-rime level but not at the phonemic level. In addition, it is generally believed 

from the language processing perspective (e.g., Wang, 1997) or from the 

cross-orthographic perspective (e.g., Cheung et al., 2001; Ho & Bryant, 1997a; Wang 

& Geva, 2003; Wang et al., 2003) that there is no linguistic motivation for Chinese 

speakers’ phonological awareness to progress from the onset-rime level to the 

phonemic level. Given that Chinese has simple syllable structure and limited number 

of syllables, representations at the syllabic level should be sufficient for efficient 

linguistic processing. However, the assumption that Chinese speakers do not have 

phonological awareness at the phonemic level might be too simplistic. Evidence 

gathered from the theory of syllable structure in Chinese and from the experimental 

data on phonological processes of Chinese speakers (e.g. Ao, 2001; Duanmu, 2000; 
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Wan & Jaeger, 2003) suggests that syllable representation at the phonemic level might 

be available in Chinese speakers. Thus, it remains to be explored as to whether 

Chinese speakers have the awareness at the phonemic level and whether this 

phonemic awareness, if any, predicts individual differences in learning to spell and 

read in an alphabetic orthography. 

 

1.2 Motivation and Purpose of the Study 

Building upon the previous studies, this research further examined L1 

phonological awareness of Chinese-speaking children both at the onset-rime level and 

at the phonemic level and the effect of these two levels of phonological awareness on 

learning to spell and read an alphabetic orthography, i.e., English. 

 Three related research questions are addressed: 

1) Do Chinese-speaking children have the awareness of phonemes in addition to 

onsets and rimes? 

2) Which level of phonological awareness is more related to children’s English word 

spelling ability? Onset-rime awareness or phonemic awareness? 

3) Which level of phonological awareness is more related to children’s English word 

reading ability? Onset-rime awareness or phonemic awareness? 

 


